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MONTANA HAS OVER

64,000 RESERVoIRS,
the vast majority located in the eastern

portion of the state (according to a

database of storage water rights).

GENERAT CATEGORIES OF DAMS ACCORDING TO SIZE

gnt
Generally, these dams are the

US Bureau of Reclamation

(USBR) and US Corp of Engineers

(USACE) owned and operated

dams (e.g., Canyon FerrY, LibbY

Dam). These dams can be several

hundred feettall and are often

constructed with concrete.

MEDIUM SMALL

Typically, these dams are between

30 and 150 feet tall and are

usually of earthen construction.

(e.g., Bearpaw Dam, Painted

Rocks Dam)

Generally, these dams are

less than 30 feet tall and are

commonly referred to as Pond

dams. Most of the dams in the

state are in this category.



CATEGORIES OF DAMS ACCORDING TO RESERVOIR CAPACITY

Dams are further categorized by reservoir capacity:

Reservoirs with a capacity under 50 acre-feet are generally

considered to be too small to pose a threat to public health
and safety if they fail. There are 3,669 dams with a capacity
of 50 acre-feet or greater, according to Montana's National

Dam lnventory (January 2018).

ln the water world, water is commonly measured

in acre-feet. 1ne acre-foot equals about 326,000

{allons, or enouSh water to cover an acre of land,

about the size of a footballfield, one foot deep.

So, an area of 1 acre about 50 feet deep would

be 50 acre-feet.

CATEGORIES OF DAMS ACGORDING TO HAZARD TO DOWNSTREAM
POPUTATION, PROPERTY AND INFRASTRUCTURE

SNAPSHOT OF MOI'ITANA'S DAM INVENTORY:

! ;t.-t

o HIGH HAZARD DAMS (197)

Failure may cause loss of human life

srGNtFrcANT HAZARD DAMS (201)

Failure may cause significant property damage,

but loss of life is not expected.

tow HAZARD DAM 132711

Failure causes minimal property damage, usually

limited to property owned by dam owner.

When definin glhe Hazard Classification of dams, the
condition or integrity of the dam is not considered, only

the potential for damage and loss of life should the dam

fail. ln other words, it doesn't matter if the dam is in

excellent or poor shape.

Note: Dams on small ponds with a capacity under

50 acre-feet generally do not have a Hazard

Classification assisned.
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MoNTANA REQUIREMENTS FoR DAMS ACe0RDING

TO HAZARD CLASSIFICATION

HIGH-HAZARD
DAMS

Dams with potentialfor loss

,t*Otheyfail

. lnspections by licensed

engineer

. Stringent regulatory oversisht

. Compliance with design and

construction standards

. Designed to withstand large

floods and earthquakes

without failing

. Emergency Action Plan

to evacuate downstream

residents required

. Operation and maintenance

plans required

SIGNIFICANT-HAZARD
DAMS

Dams with potential for ProPertY
damafip if they fail

TOW.HAZARD
DAMS

Dams with low damaSe

potential if they fail

. Less frequent lnspections

(depending on Regulatory

Agency)

. Emergency Action

Plan optional

. Often not lnspected

(depending on

Regulatory Agency)

. Rarely have an EmergencY

Action Plan

LIABILITY OF DAM OWNERSHIP

ln Montana, regardless of classification, the dam owner - and in some cases the

land owner (if different) - are responsible for ensuring the dam is in a safe condition.

Responsible dam ownership includes attention to maintenance, repair, careful

operation, periodic inspection as well as compliance with all applicable laws.

For more information on the Liability of Dam 0wnership in Montana refer to:

http://dnrc.mt.$ovldivisions/watey'operations/dam-safety/LegalLiabilityDam

Ownership.pdf



OWNERS}IIP OF MONTANA'S DAMS
(wtTH RESERVO|R CAPACTTY OVER 50 ACRE-FEET)

5Ya ilt r 0F M0NTANA

. Natural Resources and
Conservation (Trust lands
and State water pmjects)

. Fish Wildlife and Parks

. Department of Conections

WHY DOES IT MAITER
WHO OWNS THE DAM?
WHO OWNS THE IAND?

0wnership dictates:
. Rules/standards that must

be followed
. Regulatory agency
. Liability and responsibility

. Fort Belknap

. Fort Peck

. Rocky Boy

. Northern Cheyenne

. Flackfeet

. Crow

. Flathead

3o/o RESERVATION
OWNED 109

<-la/o PUBLIc uTlLlTlES

3Yo IBIAT 
G0VERNMENT

. Cities

. Counties

. lrrigation districts

l4Yo FEDERALLY OWNED

. Bureau of Reclamation

. US Army Corp of Engineers

. Forest Service

. Bureau of Land Management

. Bureau of lndian Affairs

. Fish and Wildlife Service



REGULATION OF DAMS - FEDERAL

US BUREAU OF

RECIAMATIoN (USBR)

. The USBR self-regulates the

dams and dikes they own

on 13 reservoirs.

. The USBR also regulates dams

that are part of inigation

projects under its suPervision

and several diversion dams.

For more information:

www. us b r. gov/p roj e cts

US FOREST
SERVTCE (USFS)

US ARMY CORP OF

ENGTNEERS (USACE)

. The USFS self-regulates the

27 dams they own.

. 85 dams located on USFS

property are privately or

state-owned. The DePartment

of Natural Resources and

Conservation and the USFS are

in the process of developing

an agreement for efficient joint

regulation of these dams. Mostof

these dams are remote and are

generally less than 30 feet high.

The USACE self-regulates

2large dams in Montana

(Fort Peck and Libby Dam),

us BUREAU 0F INDIAN AFFAIRS (BlA)

The BIA regulates dams located on lndian reservations.

This includes 109 dams owned by the reservations, with

the exception of one hydropower producing facility that is

regulated by the Federal Emergency Regulatory Commission'

The Bureau of Reclamation provides assistance

to the BIA when needed.



REGUIATIoN 0F DAMS - FEDERAT (C0NTINUED)

US F]SH AND WILDLIFE
SERVICE (FUlfS)

US BUREAU OF tA]tID
MANAGEMENT (BLM}

ENVIRONMENIAT
PROTECTION AGENCY
(EPA)

. Montana has dams located

on superfund sites, EPA actively

regulates 4 of these dams.

. Although EPA is the lead

agency, they work closely

with state agencies on

dam regulation.

. The FWS self-regulates the

26 dams they own.

. Most of these dams are

less than 15 feet high, and

classified as low hazard,

although they can store large

amounts of water.

. The BLM regulates 470 dams

that are located on its land in

Montana.

. BLM owns some of the dams,

others are privately owned.

ln both cases, BLM provides

regulatory oversight

. Most of these dams are located

in low population areas and are

classified as low hazard.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE SELF.REGULATED?

Many Federal agencies manage their own dam safety programs. Dams are held to stringent requirements. Although the
requirements vary by agency, they conform to common guidelines refened to as the "Federal Guidelines for Dam Safety."

For More lnformation: www.fema.gov/federal-guidelines-dam-safety



REGULATION OF DAMS - STATE

DEPT. OF NATURAT RESOURCES AND

coNsERvATl0N (DNRC)

Dams in these categories that are

regulated by federal agencies or

other state agencies are exempt

from DNRC oversight.

The exception is any high-hazard

dams on forest service Property,

which are jointly regulated by

DNRC and the USFS.

For more information on the

DNRC State Dam Safety Program:

http://d n rc. mt. gov/d ivisions/

watey'o pe rations/d a m -safetY

DEPARTMENT OF

ENVIRONMENTAL

QUALTTY (DEQ)

DEQ provide regulatory

oversight of wastewater pond

dams, tailings dams and dams

located at the ColstriP facility



REGULATION OF I{YDROPOWER DAMS

FERC regulates most, but not all, hydropower producing

dams. Exceptions include dams owned by the USBR and the
USACE that have authority to generate power. Note that not
all USBR-owned dams are authorized for hydropower. For

these dams, private entities can develop the hydropower.

However, these private entities must seek a license from

FERC. FERC is known for its stringent desi(n, inspection,

operation and maintenance standards.

HYDROPOWER DAMS IN MONTANA:
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DAM INSPECTIONS MAKE THE DIFFERENCE

Montana's dams are immensely safer than there were

30 years ago. lnspections identify developing problems

long before they lead to an incident or failure. lnspections

identify maintenance needs and operational problems

and provide dam owners guidance on how to address.

lnspections help the dam owner and engineer become

familiar with the dam and subsequently more aware

of an unusual seep, slumP or crack.

It is exceedin$ly rare for
properly inspected and

maintained dams ta fail.

MONTANA'S TOP DAM PROBLEM:
FAITURE OF CORRUGATED METAL PIPE OUTLETS

Many of Montana's dams were built between 1940 and 1960. Conugated

Metal Pipe (CMP) was commonly used as a conduit material during this time

period due to its availability, low cost and ease of installation. However, CMP slowly

corrodes over time. ln recent years, many dam failures have been caused by failure

of CMP outlets. Failure usually occurs catastrophically and with little warning.

Phantom Dam, Choteau Co.

failed in 2077, Located in

a remote area, no damage

downstream

Most of the high hazard dams in

Montana have rehabilitated their aging

outlets. However, owners of many small

low hazard dams are not aware of the

need to inspect and if necessary repair

or replace their outlets, as inspections

are not required.

ln response to this need, DNRC

initiated a number of actions using

FEMA National Dam Safety Act

Assistance to States funding to

address this growing concern including:

. Dam 0wner Workshops

. Purchase of 0utlet lnspection

Equipment that dam owner

can borrow

. EducationalTools and

lnformation guides

Shale Creek Dam, Petroleum Co.

farled catastrophically in 2004
No serious downstream damage,

however dam owner /oss season

of irigation water



The many irrisation reservoirs in the state benefit wildlife and often provide recreational opportunities for the public.

lrri$ation reservoirs also provide an often-overlooked bonus: /ate season sfream flow and related Sroundwater
rechar{e and return flow. Montana would look very different in Auflust without these irrigation reservoirs.
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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

ARE THERE MANY DAM

FAILURES IN MONIANA?

Yes, during flood events many small

pond dams fail. However, often

the only one aware of the failure

is the dam owner. During the most

recent flooding in counties along the

Musselshell River, data suggests

that over 50 small stock pond dams

failed. ln general, the small pond

dams do not contain much water and,

as a result, when they fail little or no

damage occurs.

There have been recent cases where

larger dams have failed, primarily due

to the deterioration of corrugated

metal pipe outlets. None of these

dams was classified as high hazard

and there was no loss of life or

significant property damage. The

biggest problem with these failures

was the loss of a season of inigation

water, which can be significant impact

to the water users. There was one

case where the dam failure flooded a

railroad, which resulted in a temporary

shutdown of a major railroad line and

significant costs to the dam owner.

ln 1964, several dams failed on the

Rocky Mountain Front during a large

rain on snow event causing loss of life.

WHY ARE TI{ERE SO

MANY DIFFERENT

REGUTATORY AGENCIES?

Federal agencies are required

to enforce federal laws for dams

they own or are located on their

property. Dams not subject to

federal requirements fall under the

regulatory authority of the state.

WHO IS RESPONSIBTE

IF A DAM FAILS?

State law is clear: the owner of the

dam is responsible to maintain their

dam in a safe condition, and should

it fail, the dam owner may be held

liable for damages.

Regulatory agencies provide an

important role in educating dam

owners about their risks and ensuring

inspections, maintenance and

repairs are done in a timely manner.


